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Connecting Ibn Khaldun'’s Educational
Philosophy to Modern Child-Centered
Perspectives

Young-Jin Ahn and Zuhriddin Juraev

This article examines Ibn Khaldun'’s educational philosophy through the lens of contempo-
rary children’s geographies. Drawing on bis reflections in the Muqaddimah, we analyze
historical teaching practices in medieval North Africa and Muslim Spain, focusing on
their implications for child development, spatial learning, and moral formation. Through
thematic interpretation and comparative visualization, we explore how Ibn Khaldun’s
insights resonate with modern educational frameworks such as dynamic assessment,
child agency, and spatial autonomy. Rather than modernizing his work, we position it
as a conceptual anchor that invites critical reflection on how tradition, geography, and
education intersect. This paper offers a culturally grounded and geographically sensitive
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perspective on education, one that values children not only as recipients of knowledge but
as active participants in shaping their learning environments.

Keywords: Ibn Khaldun, children’s agency, educational space, Muslim societies,
cultural pedagogy.

INTRODUCTION

Within the broad field of human geography, the spatial and cultural
lives of children have historically received limited attention compared to
other topics, such as urbanization, geopolitics, and environmental change
(Ansell, 2009). Yet, as scholars in children’s geographies have long argued,
children are not only shaped by space, but they also actively shape it
through embodied, emotional, and imaginative practices (e.g., James et al.,
1998; Holloway & Valentine, 2000; Holloway, 2014). This paper con-
tributes to that growing body of work by engaging with a rarely explored
archive: the educational philosophy of Abdul-Rahman Ibn Khaldun, the
fourteenth-century Muslim polymath, as articulated in his Mugaddimah
(2015 ed., trans. Rosenthal). While Ibn Khaldun is widely cited in Islamic
historiography and political theory, his observations on early education,
regional pedagogies, and moral instruction remain underexamined from a
spatial and child-centered perspective.

Our inquiry is motivated by both a disciplinary gap and a method-
ological opportunity. Despite increasing global interest in child agency,
educational equity, and spatial justice (e.g., Hammond, 2022; Costa Santos
et al., 2024), these concerns are seldom linked to classical Islamic thought
or situated in the urban geographies of Muslim societies. As a co-authored
project between a Muslim researcher specializing in Ibn Khaldun and a
geographer of childhood and space, this paper ofters a pluralistic, cross-
disciplinary perspective. We revisit a short yet powerful section of the
Mugaddimah: “The Instruction of Children and the Different Methods
Employed in the Muslim Cities” (pp. 614—618), to explore how classical
insights can inform contemporary debates in geography, pedagogy, and
cultural preservation.

Our approach combines precise textual analysis with interpretative
thematic coding. It focuses on three regional educational models described
by Ibn Khaldun: the Maghribi method (referring to Morocco and the
broader western Islamic world), the Spanish or Andalusian method (from
medieval Muslim Spain), and the Ifrigiyan method (centered in what is
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now Tunisia and parts of North Africa). We compare these models against
contemporary pedagogical themes such as child agency, adaptability, moral
instruction, and spatial autonomy (Jerome & Starkey, 2022; McCluskey
et al., 2023). We present this analysis through both conceptual discussion
and visual tools, including comparative heatmaps and thematic network
diagrams. Throughout, we situate Ibn Khaldun’s adult-oriented educa-
tional ideals within modern critiques of standardized schooling, structural
inequality, and the marginalization of children’s lived spatial experiences
(Del Casino Jr., 2009; Niska¢ & Millei, 2024).

The aim of this paper is not to retrofit Ibn Khaldun into a child-
centered theorist, but to expand the interpretive space around his ideas
by placing them in conversation with 21st-century frameworks in educa-
tional geography and critical childhood studies. Through this approach,
we highlight the enduring relevance of his call for scaffolded, context-
sensitive education that nurtures both intellectual rigor and cultural
continuity. Ultimately, this paper argues that Ibn Khaldun’s philosophy
offers more than historical insight; it provides a critical anchor for design-
ing inclusive, situated educational systems in Muslim-majority contexts
and beyond. This paper thus contributes to the spatial turn in education
studies, the diversification of childhood geographies, and the decoloniza-
tion of pedagogical theory through engagement with Islamic intellectual
heritage.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Child-Centered Education and Spatial Thought

Ibn Khaldun’s Mugaddimah is widely recognized as a foundational
work of Islamic social thought, notable for its multidisciplinary scope and
its enduring influence in history, philosophy, and sociology. While his
educational reflections form only a small part of this larger civilizational
vision, they offer compelling insight into how knowledge, identity, and
moral development were understood in relation to social order (Horton
et al., 2008). In his taxonomy of sciences, which includes rational, tradi-
tional, and linguistic approaches, he advocated a gradual and scaffolded
approach to learning, while warning against pedagogical harshness that
might stifle intellectual enthusiasm and ethical formation (Abdul Mukti,
2014; Dajani, 2015). Importantly, his approach did not rigidly separate
religious from rational sciences, but rather emphasized their interdepen-

dence in service of societal flourishing (Roji & El Husarri, 2021).
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Although Ibn Khaldun’s ideas are not commonly situated within con-
temporary educational discourse, especially discourse that centers on child
agency or spatial autonomy, we believe selective engagement with his work
can inform broader reflections on education in Muslim societies today. This
paper does not attempt a comprehensive reinterpretation of Ibn Khaldun,
but rather draws on a specific sub-section of the Mugaddimah, his reflec-
tions on early childhood instruction, as a historical touchpoint for con-
temporary debates in educational geography and child-centered learning.

Within current educational discourse, particularly in Muslim-majority
contexts, child-centered approaches remain both aspirational and con-
tested. For example, critiques of Saudi Arabia’s Self-Learning Curriculum
reveal how international pedagogical models inspired by frameworks like
the UNCRC often encounter friction with hierarchical educational sys-
tems and religious-cultural norms (Rajab, 2016; Rajab & Wright, 2018).
Shah (2019) warns that the wholesale import of child-centered education
(CCE) into culturally distinct societies can lead to mismatches between
policy ideals and classroom realities. These tensions highlight the need for
contextually rooted models that balance child autonomy with community-
centered values.

Parallel to these pedagogical debates, research in children’s geogra-
phies has increasingly emphasized the importance of space, materiality,
and everyday practice in shaping educational experience. Scholars such as
Elwood and Mitchell (2012) and Jones et al. (2016) argued that children’s
mapping, play, and spatial negotiation should be seen as political and
agentive acts that resist adult-imposed structures. Varpanen (2019) and
Sirkko et al. (2019) similarly explored how children’s agency is shaped
and constrained by institutional arrangements, spatial design, and cultural
expectations, insights that resonate with concerns in Islamic pedagogy
about the cultivation of moral autonomy and intellectual responsibility.

Some scholars working within Islamic contexts have responded by
proposing holistic pedagogical models grounded in Zarbiyyab, i.e., the ethi-
cal nurturing of the whole child. Isra Brifkani (2021, 2023), for instance,
explored how U.S.-based Islamic schools integrate the academic, spiritual,
and emotional dimensions of education while navigating the tensions of
standardization and parental expectations. Others, such as Salsabila et al.
(2024), advocated for integrating the moral grounding of Islamic tradi-
tions with the creativity and autonomy emphasized in Western CCE

frameworks. These hybrid approaches suggest that Islamic pedagogy and
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child-centered values are not inherently at odds, but can be synthesized to
support children’s full development.

While recent scholarship has expanded the scope of child-centered
education and spatial learning, few studies have explicitly connected these
frameworks with classical Islamic educational philosophy. This discon-
nect is particularly evident in geographies of education within Muslim
contexts, where debates around tradition, identity, and pedagogy remain
largely siloed. Instead of offering a doctrinal re-reading of Ibn Khaldun, we
draw on his Mugaddimah as a historical reference point to inform critical
questions about educational space, child agency, and moral development.

To help situate our argument, we synthesize key insights from con-
temporary educational literature, particularly those addressing adaptability,
moral instruction, spatial autonomy, and child participation (McCluskey
etal., 2023). Figure 1 presents a comparative heatmap based on this litera-
ture, highlighting the variations in modern educational models’ alignment
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Figure 1. Comparative heat map of modern educational models based on the main pedagogical
dimensions.

Note: The values were derived from interpretative coding of pedagogical features in selected studies

(e.g., Rajab, 2016; Brifkani, 2021, 2023; Varpanen, 2019; Elwood & Mitchell, 2012).
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with these dimensions. This framework supports our effort to bring clas-
sical and contemporary insights into dialogue, and to better understand
the plural ways children are positioned within educational systems today.

Ibn Khaldun'’s Educational Philosophy

Ibn Khaldun’s reflections on education, though occupying only a small
portion of the Mugaddimah, ofter revealing insights into how early learning
is embedded within wider civilizational, spatial, and moral frameworks.
As part of his broader analysis of Muslim urban life, he emphasizes the
toundational role of early Quranic instruction in shaping belief, character,
and the capacity for further intellectual development:

Instructing children in the Qur’dn is a symbol of Islam. Muslims have, and practise,
such instruction in all their cities, because it imbues the heart with a firm belief in
Islam and its articles of faith . . . The first impression the heart receives is, in a way,
the foundation of (all scholarly) habits. The character of the foundation determines
the condition of the building (Mugaddimah, trans. Rosenthal, 2015 ed., p. 614).

Here, education is not only a religious duty, but also a civilizing mecha-
nism, a means of preserving social cohesion through moral habituation.
For Ibn Khaldun, childhood is a formative phase in which early impres-
sions shape a person’s intellectual and ethical development for the rest of
their life. This approach is consistent with foundational work in children’s
geography, particularly Holloway and Valentine’s (2000) argument that
childhood should be understood not only as a developmental phase, but
as a socially and spatially situated experience. Drawing on the “new social
studies of childhood,” they argue that spatiality—the way in which chil-
dren interact with and move through their environment—fundamentally
shapes their identity, agency, and social positioning. Within James et al.’s
(1998) theoretical field of childhood studies, Ibn Khaldun’s view most
closely corresponds to the “socially structural child,” whose development is
understood in the context of identity, determinism, and collective norms.
His emphasis on early religious instruction, moral discipline, and confor-
mity to inherited social frameworks reflects a universalizing and structure-
centered logic, in contrast to the more action-oriented or voluntaristic
paradigms that emerge in contemporary child-centered thought (Alanen,
2014) (Figure 2).

Importantly, Ibn Khaldun embeds education within the spatial and
cultural dynamics of the city. He argues that pedagogical practices are
shaped by their urban context and that instructional methods should reflect
the characteristics of specific environments. This anticipates critiques of
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Figure 2. Theoretical field for the social study of childhood (based on James et al., 1998: 206).

Note: Ibn Khaldun’s educational philosophy corresponds most closely to the “social structural child”
quadrant, emphasizing moral formation, identity and continuity over individual agency.

standardized curricula that overlook local needs and ecological realities. As
Niska¢ and Millei (2024) argue, educational systems must recognize the
interdependence of human and non-human worlds, adapting to local social
and material conditions to foster critical, relational learning. Though he
emphasized early instruction as a tool of cultural continuity, Ibn Khaldun
was also attentive to the diversity of pedagogical traditions across Muslim
societies:

The methods of instructing children in the Qur'an differ according to differences
of opinion as to the habits that are to result from that instruction (Mugaddimab,
trans. Rosenthal, 2015 ed., p. 614).

Ibn Khaldun’s recognition of pluralism in educational goals, as
expressed in the above quote, opens the door to more dynamic interpreta-
tions of learning and development. Although his emphasis remains on
moral and communal goals, this recognition of methodological diver-
sity resonates with modern educational theories that emphasize learning
potential over fixed assessment. One such model is David Tzuriel’s (2000)
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Dynamic Assessment, which emerged in response to the limitations of
static intelligence tests. While rooted in Western psychological traditions,
Tzuriel’s framework offers valuable pedagogical insights: it emphasizes
responsiveness to each child’s capacity for growth, identifying not just
what a child knows but how they learn, adapt, and benefit from mediation.
'This approach, though developed outside Islamic education, mirrors Ibn
Khaldun’s concern with the process and method of learning, rather than
rigid outcomes or uniform benchmarks.

At the same time, Ibn Khaldun’s approach raises questions when
viewed through the lens of child-centered rights and agency. While his
emphasis on moral formation remains relevant, his model remains adult-
directed and prescriptive. Modern critiques, such as those by Powell (2024),
highlight how rigid systems, even those well-intentioned, can silence chil-
dren’s voices and reinforce structural exclusions. Similarly, Costa Santos
et al. (2024) demonstrate how physical and social spaces can inhibit
autonomy when children lack environments that are conducive to privacy,
creativity, or self-expression.

Nevertheless, contemporary frameworks that strive for a balance
between tradition and innovation can offer complementary perspectives
on Ibn Khaldun’s philosophy of education. For example, Feuerstein’s theory
of mediated learning experience, further developed by Tzuriel (2000),
proposes a culturally sensitive model that emphasizes meaning-making,
guided interaction, and cognitive flexibility. Although these frameworks
originate outside of Islamic pedagogical traditions, their focus on inten-
tional mediation and learner adaptability reflects similar concerns to those
of Ibn Khaldun, namely the importance of shaping the intellect through
gradual, socially embedded instruction. Rather than viewing tradition and
innovation as opposing forces, both Feuerstein’s model and Ibn Khaldun’s
vision suggest that eftective education can cultivate intellectual autonomy
while being rooted in a collective moral purpose.

In this light, Ibn Khaldun’s philosophy offers a valuable histori-
cal lens through which to consider today’s challenges in the areas of
child development, spatial learning, and cultural relevance. While not
“child-centered” in the modern developmental sense, his reflections on
early education, moral education, and environmental context remain rel-
evant for educators and human geographers working to design inclusive,
context-sensitive learning environments grounded in both heritage and
adaptive capacity.
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Comparative Analysis of Regional Educational Practices

Ibn Khaldun’s reflections on educational practices across the Muslim
world reveal how cultural priorities shape children’s learning environ-
ments. In particular, his comparison of regional pedagogical models in the
Mugaddimah illustrates how education reflects broader societal values and
spatial logics. The Maghribi method, associated with the western Islamic
world, especially Morocco, is described as centering almost exclusively on
Qur’anic instruction:

The Maghribi method is to restrict the education of children to instruction in the
Qur’an and to practise, during the course (of instruction), in Qur’an orthography and
its problems and the differences among Qur’an experts on this score (Mugaddimab,

trans. Rosenthal, 2015 ed., p. 615).

'This tradition remains deeply rooted in contemporary Moroccan educa-
tion. Wagner and Spratt’s (1987) landmark study found that approximately
60% of Moroccan preschoolers at the time attended Qur’anic schools,
where pedagogy was grounded in memorization, oral repetition, and col-
lective recitation. These methods enhanced serial memory but had minimal
influence on broader cognitive domains such as discourse comprehension
or general reasoning. Their findings demonstrate how instructional form,
particularly oral tradition, produces distinctive cognitive profiles. Decades
later, Qur'anic education remains central to both formal and informal
schooling in Morocco. Wainscott (2015) reported that the national Islamic
education curriculum in elementary schools follows a standardized weekly
structure focused on Qur’dn memorization, Islamic creed (Agidah), reli-
gious observances, and Islamic literature. This state-sanctioned religious
pedagogy, modeled on a centralized system similar to France’s, further
institutionalizes Qur’anic instruction as a pillar of moral and national
identity.

Recent studies confirm the persistence of this model across North
and West Africa. Zaelani et al. (2023) note that Qur’anic schools remain
the most widespread form of early childhood religious education in many
African countries. In Morocco, local variants such as msid schools, often
conducted in homes, mosques, or informal settings, emphasize obedi-
ence, repetition, and faith formation, especially for children in economi-
cally marginalized communities. These schools often operate outside state
systems and prioritize Quranic literacy over secular subjects, reflecting a
religio-cultural model centered on moral development rather than aca-
demic certification.
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Taken together, these studies demonstrate that the Maghribi model,
far from being a historical artifact, reflects a persisting educational logic
rooted in rote learning, cultural preservation, and spatial embeddedness.
Ibn Khaldun’s early critique, that exclusive reliance on Qur’anic instruction
may inhibit linguistic fluency and intellectual adaptability, remains strik-
ingly relevant. His insights ofter a valuable lens through which to examine
contemporary tensions between tradition, educational access, and cognitive
development in faith-based systems. In parallel, Evans (2008) emphasized
the need to recognize young people as spatially and socially embedded
actors, calling for educational and policy frameworks that account for their
lived experiences, agency, and diverse cultural contexts.

Some scholars have questioned whether exclusive focus on memoriza-
tion might limit exposure to secular disciplines or hinder creativity and
critical thinking. However, a growing body of research challenges this
assumption. Wagner and Spratt (1987) found that children attending
Qur’anic preschools showed enhanced serial memory and school readiness,
suggesting that memorization strengthens foundational cognitive skills
that support broader academic achievement. More recently, Sirin et al.
(2021) demonstrated that students engaged in 4ifz (Qur’an memorization)
exhibited significant gains in verbal and visual memory, attention speed,
and language fluency, skills critical to secular learning. Their findings
counter the view that rote memorization impairs general cognition, instead
showing that it promotes strategic learning and continuity.

From a historical perspective, scholars such as Ayyad (2022) empha-
sized that memorization in classical Islamic education was not opposed
to reasoning but rather served as a cognitive primer, preparing learners
for deeper comprehension and critical inquiry. Ethnographic studies in
Indonesia further support this view. Khaeruniah et al. (2024) observed
that students who engaged in daily Qur’dn memorization routines dis-
played improved discipline, time management, and academic engagement.
These findings demonstrate that memorization, far from being reductive,
can cultivate moral resilience and intellectual structure, particularly when
embedded in a holistic pedagogical framework. In contrast, Ibn Khaldun
praises the Spanish method, practiced in Muslim Andalusia, for its more
integrative and expansive approach:

The Spanish method is instruction in reading and writing as such. That is what

they pay attention to in the instruction (of children). However, since the Qur’dn
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is the basis and foundation of all that and the source of Islam and all the sciences,
they make it the basis of instruction, but they do not restrict the instruction of their
children exclusively to the Qur’an. They also bring in (other subjects), mainly poetry
and composition, and they give the children an expert knowledge of Arabic and teach
them good handwriting (Mugaddimah, p. 615).

'This model balances religious learning with exposure to literature,
writing, and linguistic skills, encouraging cognitive development, cultural
literacy, and expressive fluency. It resonates with modern child-centered
pedagogies that value autonomy, creativity, and differentiated learning. For
example, Horton and Kraftl (2006) and Horton et al. (2008) advocated
for educational spaces that allow children to explore interests and con-
struct personal meaning, while Costa Santos et al. (2024: 520) highlight
children’s preferences for private, enclosed spaces that support reflection,
agency, and emotional self-regulation.

The contrast between the Maghribi (Moroccan) and Spanish models
illustrates how pedagogical traditions influence children’s rights, devel-
opment, and spatial experiences. While the Maghribi model prioritizes
religious continuity, it risks narrowing the scope of intellectual engage-
ment. The Spanish model, by contrast, supports a more holistic and child-
responsive environment, striking a balance between moral formation and
opportunities for creativity and individuality.

Contemporary educational theory continues to engage this tension
between rigidity and adaptability. Niska¢ and Millei (2024: 3) argue that
learning must be understood as relational, embedded within cultural and
ecological systems that challenge anthropocentric and standardized para-
digms. They conceptualize education as a dynamic process shaped by mate-
rial, social, and environmental factors, extending Ibn Khaldun’s spatial and
cultural insights into new theoretical territory. Through this comparative
analysis, Ibn Khaldun offers not only a historical record but also a concep-
tual invitation: to understand education as a dynamic practice shaped by
geography, cultural identity, and institutional structures. His reflections
remain valuable for educators and geographers seeking to design inclu-
sive, adaptive learning systems that are responsive to the diverse spatial
and cognitive realities of children. To visually summarize these regional
distinctions, Figure 3 presents a comparative heatmap based on Ibn Khal-
dun’s descriptions of educational practices in the Maghribi, Spanish, and
Ifrigiyan contexts.
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Figure 3. Historical educational models described in the Muqaddimah

Note: The points reflect an interpretative codification of pedagogical features in the Maghribi (Moroc-
can), Spanish (Andalusian) and Ifrigiyan (North African) traditions, including an emphasis on religious
instruction, intellectual diversity and the autonomy of the child.

The Approach of Ifrigiyan Education
Ibn Khaldun’s discussion of the Ifrigiyan (i.e., North African) educa-

tional method, centered in what is now Tunisia, reveals a hybrid pedagogi-
cal approach that integrates Qur’anic instruction with the transmission of
traditions and elements of scientific inquiry. He writes:

The people of Ifrigiyah combine the instruction of children in the Qur’an, usually,
with the teaching of traditions. They also teach basic scientific norms and certain
scientific problems. However, they stress giving their children a good knowledge of
the Qur’an and acquainting them with its various recensions and readings more than
anything else. Next, they stress handwriting. In general, their method of instruc-
tion in the Qur’'an is closer to the Spanish method (than to Maghribi or Eastern
methods), because their (educational tradition) derives from the Spanish shaykhs
who crossed over when the Christians conquered Spain, and asked for hospitality in
Tunis (Mugaddimah, trans. Rosenthal, 2015 ed., p. 616).

'This model represents a blended educational vision: grounded in Islamic
knowledge traditions yet enriched by exposure to broader intellectual and
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regional influences. The migration of Spanish scholars to North Africa
introduced new pedagogical practices, including a deeper understanding of
Qur’anic recensions, alongside literary and scientific disciplines. As a result,
the Ifrigiyan method cultivated both cultural continuity and intellectual
openness, demonstrating an early understanding of how educational prac-
tices can evolve through spatial and cultural exchange (Sirin et al., 2021).

From a contemporary pedagogical perspective, the Ifrigiyan model
bears renewed relevance when considered alongside Tzuriel’s (2000) theory
of Dynamic Assessment, which has been previously discussed in relation
to flexible instruction. Here, it is worth revisiting this framework specifi-
cally for its emphasis on equity and cognitive modifiability in diverse social
contexts. While Tzuriel’s approach originates in Western psychological
traditions, it focuses on closing achievement gaps for disadvantaged learn-
ers through guided, responsive teaching, a principle that finds historical
resonance in Ibn Khaldun’s description of Ifrigiyan education as intel-
lectually adaptive and socially embedded. In this regional model, educa-
tional practices evolved through cross-cultural exchange, striking a balance
between structured religious learning and exposure to broader disciplines
and methods. Like Dynamic Assessment, it reflects the understanding
that educational success depends not only on what is taught, but also on
how learning is shaped in response to individual and communal realities.

From a geographical perspective, the Ifrigiyan approach shows how
education is shaped by spatial mobility, networks of relationships, and
cultural exchange. The migration of Andalusian scholars to North Africa
enriched the pedagogical traditions there and infused the curriculum with
broader intellectual and linguistic resources. This dynamic evolution of
practice illustrates how educational systems are co-produced by regional
flows rather than fixed by place or ancestry. It builds on an earlier insight by
Niska¢ and Millei (2024), already cited for their critique of anthropocentric
models, by highlighting another key element of their work that learning is
embedded in ecological, spatial, and intersubjective systems. Their argu-
ment helps to contextualize Ibn Khaldun’s account as an early recognition
of the relational and geographical constitution of education, shaped by the
movement of people, ideas, and cultural forms.

Importantly, the Ifrigiyan model also affirms children’s agency in
educational settings. While shaped by cultural and theological goals, the
curriculum’s breadth and dynamism create opportunities for children to
engage critically with their environment. This aligns with Paterson-Young
et al. (2024), who argue that education enables children not only to absorb



Connecting Ibn Khaldun’s Educational Philosophy to Modern Child-Centered Perspectives + Ahn & Juraev 151
knowledge but to negotiate and rework social norms in the formation of
identity. In this way, the Ifrigiyan system provided a historical model for
participatory learning, one that recognized children’s potential to bridge
inherited traditions with contemporary challenges.

Finally, the Ifrigiyan model reflects a broader vision of education as
social infrastructure, one that prepares learners for both spiritual under-
standing and civic responsibility. As Powell (2024) notes, prioritizing
children’s needs in urban and institutional systems yields benefits not
only for the young but for society as a whole. Ibn Khaldun’s praise for this
model highlights its role in promoting civic resilience, social integration,
and adaptability—qualities that remain deeply relevant in today’s debates
about education in pluralistic, global contexts.

In sum, the Ifrigiyan approach offers a historically grounded, peda-
gogically flexible, and spatially rich example of how Islamic educational
traditions can support both continuity and change, honoring cultural roots
while enabling children to grow into capable, critical, and connected learn-
ers. Additionally, as illustrated in Figure 3, the North African model
occupies a middle ground between the rigid Maghribi approach and the
integrative Spanish method, striking a balance between religious educa-
tion and broader intellectual engagement, while maintaining moderate

flexibility.

Education, Geography, and Social Structures

Ibn Khaldun emphasizes the deep entanglement between education,
geography, and social structure. His critique of rigid, Qur’an-focused cur-
ricula in Ifriqiyah (North Africa) and the Maghrib (Morocco) reveals
how narrowly defined educational aims can constrain both linguistic and
intellectual development:

The fact that the people of Ifrigiyah and the Maghrib restrict themselves to the
Qur’an makes them altogether incapable of mastering the linguistic habit. For as a
rule, no (scholarly) habit can originate from the (study of the) Qur’an, because no
human being can produce anything like it . . . Consequently, a person who knows
the Qur’dan does not acquire the habit of the Arabic language. It will be his lot to
be awkward in expression and to have little fluency in speaking (Mugaddimabh,
trans. Rosenthal, 2015 ed., p. 617).

Here, Ibn Khaldun expresses a civilizational concern: that overspe-
cialization, particularly in sacred knowledge, risks stunting expressive
fluency, critical reasoning, and social adaptability. While such curricula
may preserve religious identity, they hinder the development of broader
intellectual capacities. His vision of education is both holistic and dynamic,
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stressing that eloquence, moral reasoning, and scholarly habits must be
cultivated through diverse, context-sensitive experiences. In a much later
context, Henri Lefebvre offers a spatial critique of fragmented learning
(Middleton, 2017; Mechlenborg & Neergaard, 2024). While conceptu-
ally narrower, this critique echoes Ibn Khaldun’s warning against overly
specialized education. Lefebvre writes:

From time to time we must unmask a certain shameful pedagogical illusion . . . a
fetishism of the partial, that is, the fragmentary and the specialized, an acceptance

of fragmentation and a rejection of totality . . . (Lefebvre, 2002, p. 68).

Although Lefebvre’s thought emerges from Marxist and spatial tradi-
tions, and cannot be compared in scope to Ibn Khaldun’s epistemological
vision, his critique reinforces a similar imperative: to resist siloed knowl-
edge and promote learning that integrates the spiritual, intellectual, and
social dimensions of life (Middleton, 2017).

Ibn Khaldun also foregrounds the geographical and cultural situat-
edness of learning. He argues that fluency, intellectual refinement, and
adaptability are not innate but are shaped by exposure to varied disciplines
and environments. This resonates with contemporary work in educational
geography, where scholars such as Niska¢ and Millei (2024) describe
taskscapes, the patterned, place-based interactions between humans and
their surroundings, as essential to how education unfolds. Such thinking
affirms Ibn Khaldun’s insight: that learning is not only cognitive but also
spatial, ecological, and relational. This spatial lens extends to the domestic
scale. Ibn Khaldun’s critique of rigid instruction parallels modern find-
ings about how physical environments constrain or support children’s
growth. Costa Santos et al. (2024) illustrate how children’s overreliance
on bedrooms for solitude indicates a lack of purpose-built spaces for pri-
vacy, autonomy, or creativity. Educational and household design, then,
must also attend to children’s emotional and spatial well-being, not just
curricular delivery.

Contemporary pedagogical theories that emphasize adaptive, child-
responsive methods similarly build on Ibn Khaldun’s call for educational
plurality. As noted earlier, Tzuriel’s (2000) Dynamic Assessment ofters a
useful comparative lens, advocating for responsive scaffolding over static
benchmarks and promoting learning that is mediated and contextually
attuned. While Tzuriel operates from a Western psychological framework,
the emphasis on guided, flexible instruction mirrors Ibn Khaldun’s concern
for method, context, and learner diversity.
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Beyond pedagogy, Ibn Khaldun’s work anticipates key principles of
modern policy initiatives such as UNICEF’s “Child-Friendly Cities.”
These urban frameworks prioritize children’s rights, voices, and spatial
access in the design of cities. Powell (2024) notes that child-centered
planning improves not only outcomes for children but also the social
cohesion of communities as a whole. Such views reflect Ibn Khaldun’s
lasting insight: that education is inseparable from cultural, spatial, and
institutional structures, and that its reform must attend to these interde-
pendencies. Thus, taken together, Ibn Khaldun’s critique of fragmented
instruction and his vision for adaptable, place-sensitive learning offer a
foundational framework for thinking about educational justice, spatial
equity, and children’s agency today (Jerome & Starkey, 2022). His thought
continues to inform not only historical scholarship but also the design of
inclusive, future-oriented educational systems grounded in both identity

and adaptability.

Children’s Agency in Educational Spaces

Contemporary work in children’s geographies foregrounds children
not as passive recipients of adult knowledge but as active participants in
shaping their social and educational environments. This view builds on the
foundational shift introduced by James, Jenks, and Prout (1998), who theo-
rized childhood as a relational and socially constructed category, produced
through interaction rather than inherited as a fixed biological stage. This
theoretical shift was further developed byHolloway and Valentine (2000)
and Holloway (2014), who emphasized that “children are active beings
who play an important role in shaping their own lifeworld” (p. 6), helping
to turn scholarly attention toward agency, space, and everyday practices.

While these late-1990s frameworks remain foundational, more recent
research has expanded their scope and urgency, particularly as children’s
agency is now linked to spatial justice, ecological entanglement, and edu-
cational design. Alanen (2014) pushes further by showing how childhood
must be theorized within broader social structures, while Del Casino
Jr. (2009) argues that children’s agency is always contingent, unevenly
distributed across gender, class, policy, and space. Together, these works
form a timeline of theoretical evolution: from reconceiving childhood to
operationalizing agency in applied contexts. In contrast, Ibn Khaldun,
writing over six centuries earlier, presents an educational model centred on
adult-directed moral instruction and the preservation of civilization. For
him, the goal of early education is not autonomy, but stability:
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Instructing children in the Qur’an is a symbol of Islam . . . The first impression the
heart receives is, in a way, the foundation of (all scholarly) habits. The character of the
foundation determines the condition of the building (Mugaddimah, trans. Rosenthal,
2015 ed., p. 614).

'This model privileges foundational moral imprinting over child-led
inquiry. While it offers cohesion and cultural depth, it leaves little room
for the spatial, emotional, or intellectual agency now emphasized in child-
centered learning environments. Modern pedagogical approaches attempt
to redress this imbalance. Tzuriel’s (2000) Dynamic Assessment, a psycho-
logical framework still widely referenced, focuses on learning as a process
of mediated, individualized change, rather than static testing. Though early
in the timeline of contemporary agency-based theory, it remains relevant
for its insistence on potential over performance, and has been extended in
newer work on creative, spatial, and inclusive pedagogy.

For instance, Costa Santos et al. (2024) demonstrate that children’s
capacity for reflection, solitude, and self-direction is shaped by the design
of their homes and classrooms. Without access to flexible and private
spaces, children struggle to develop autonomy. Similarly, Baker et al.
(2021) advocate for play-based learning, showing how imaginative and
open-ended environments promote curiosity and co-learning. Paterson-
Young et al. (2024) extend this vision further, using arts-based methods
to support marginalized children in developing their voice, resisting exclu-
sion, and initiating community transformation. These creative models
align with Hammond’s (2022) call for inclusive educational spaces that
are co-constructed with children, not merely for them. They challenge
the logic of adult-dominated systems, as described by Ibn Khaldun, by
recognizing children’s rights, voices, and evolving roles as co-authors of
educational meaning.

While Ibn Khaldun’s view of education as a stabilizing force remains
toundational within Islamic intellectual history, modern theories of child-
hood and space allow us to extend his framework toward participatory,
relational, and justice-centered education. By integrating adaptive tools
such as dynamic assessment, play-based design, and arts-based engage-
ment, we move toward learning systems that honor tradition while advanc-
ing agency, equity, and spatial responsiveness.

Geographies of Childhood and Education

This final discussion draws together insights from Ibn Khaldun’s
Mugaddimah and contemporary scholarship in education and childhood
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studies, highlighting points of resonance across time and theory. Through
this analysis, it positions Ibn Khaldun not merely as a historical figure but
as a conceptual interlocutor whose educational philosophy offers enduring
relevance for today’s spatial and child-centered pedagogies. In his reflec-
tions on Judge Aba Bakr b. al-’Arabi’s (1076-1148) instructional method,
Ibn Khaldun points to the value of structured, sequential learning that
begins with language and poetry before progressing to other domains:

Poetry and Arabic philology should be taught first because of the existing corruption
of the language (Mugaddimah, trans. Rosenthal, 2015 ed., p. 617).

This approach highlights the importance of cultural grounding in
education, a principle reinforced in contemporary frameworks, such as
Dynamic Assessment (Tzuriel, 2000), which emphasize gradual, context-
sensitive instruction that promotes cognitive independence. While devel-
oped in different traditions, both views recognize the necessity of adaptive
scaffolding that honors both intellectual development and sociocultural
grounding. Judge (Qadhi) Aba Bakr’s method proposes a clear curricular

progression:

From there, the student should go on to arithmetic . . . He should then go on to
the study of the Qur’an, because with his (previous) preparation, it will be easy for
him (p. 617).

'This developmental logic aligns with the previously mentioned concept
of “taskscapes” by Niska¢ and Millei (2024), i.e., learning that is shaped
over time through the interaction between humans and their environment.
Both perspectives emphasize that education is not merely the transmis-
sion of content, but a relational process shaped by spatial, temporal, and
environmental factors. At the same time, Ibn Khaldun acknowledges the
limits of rigid custom:

Accepted custom gives preference to the teaching of the Qur’an . . . [due to] a fear of

the things that might affect children in ‘the folly of youth’ (p. 618).

Here, Ibn Khaldun identifies the tension between tradition and adapt-
ability, a tension still central in today’s educational debates. Contemporary
scholars, such as Holloway and Valentine (2000) and Baker et al. (2021),
have argued for participatory, playful pedagogies that engage children
as active agents, rather than passive recipients. These approaches stress
creativity, expression, and voice, qualities often constrained in systems
driven by preservation rather than participation. The spatial dimension of
education also plays a crucial role. Ibn Khaldun’s geographically specific
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observations, that different regions (e.g., Spain vs. Maghrib) produce dif-
ferent pedagogical outcomes, prefigure modern understandings of spatial
inequality and learning environments. Today, this is reflected in the work
of Costa Santos et al. (2024) and Powell (2024), who emphasize that
access to private, adaptable, and inclusive spaces directly impacts children’s
emotional well-being, agency, and rights. Ibn Khaldun ultimately endorses
the hybrid model proposed by Judge Aba Bakr as the most effective when

paired with a child’s willingness to learn:

If one could be certain that a child would continue to study and accept instruction
(when he has grown up), the method mentioned by the Judge would be the most
suitable one ever devised in East or West (p. 618).

This conditional endorsement parallels modern efforts to design educational
systems that integrate child agency with intergenerational dialogue. Paterson-
Young et al. (2024) show how giving children a central role in educational projects
transforms adult-child relationships and fosters mutual respect. In this light, Ibn

Qur'anic foundation

(Judge Aba Bakr's method |

Regional variation
(Tradition and Moral Formation | (Spatial Context and Leaming

Cultural preservation

Spatial inequality

[Ibn Khaldun’s Educational Philosophy]

Arithmetic — Qur'an

(Sequential and Scaffolded Learning | (Limits of Rigid Curricula)

Adaptive pedagogy /

[Dynamic Assessment]

Fragmentation critique]

Child agency

[Creativity and expression]

Figure 4. Thematic integration of Ibn Khaldun’s pedagogical legacy with contemporary educa-
tional theory

Note: This diagram illustrates how Ibn Khaldun’s insights are linked to four core areas: Tradition and
Moral Formation, Spatial Context, Scaffolded Learning, and Critique of Curricular Rigidity, each of
which intersects with modern pedagogical concerns.
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Khaldun’s vision can be extended, not discarded, to accommodate contemporary
priorities of voice, co-authorship, and spatial justice. By weaving together Ibn
Khaldun’s civilizational insights with recent developments in educational geog-
raphy, childhood studies, and inclusive pedagogy, this paper proposes a model
that is culturally rooted yet future-oriented. Rather than opposing classical and
contemporary approaches, this integrative perspective invites a more nuanced
and dialogical understanding, one that embraces tradition while evolving to meet
the spatial, cognitive, and emotional needs of today’s learners. This synthesis of
themes illustrates how Ibn Khaldun’s philosophy of education continues to reso-
nate across the board, linking tradition, space, learning processes, and critiques
of rigidity. As summarized in Figure 4, his legacy provides a conceptual anchor
for contemporary debates about childhood education and spatial agency.

CONCLUSION

This paper has explored a conversation between Ibn Khaldun’s educa-
tional philosophy and contemporary thinking in children’s geographies and
pedagogical theory. Focusing on a brief yet rich section of the Mugaddimab,
his reflections on childhood instruction in Muslim cities, we showed how
ideas of moral formation, regional variation, and cultural continuity remain
highly relevant today. Rather than presenting Ibn Khaldun as a modern
theorist, we engaged him as a conceptual anchor, someone whose civiliza-
tional insights can still inform how we think about structure, space, and
educational purpose. His advocacy for gradual, context-sensitive learning
echoes today’s dynamic assessment models, while his attention to geo-
graphic diversity prefigures key debates in spatial educational theory. Yet,
his adult-centered view invites us to expand the conversation by placing
children’s voices and agency at the center of educational reform.

By comparing traditional models like the Maghribi (Moroccan), Span-
ish (Andalusian), and Ifrigiyan (North African) approaches with modern
ideas about child agency, cognitive development, and spatial autonomy,
we argue that culturally rooted education need not remain fixed. When
thoughtfully reimagined, it can foster adaptability, creativity, and inclusion.
Our contribution lies in bridging Islamic intellectual heritage with critical
educational geography, offering a framework for educators, researchers, and
policymakers, especially in Muslim contexts, who seek to balance tradition
with transformation.

For readers familiar with the Mugaddimah, this paper may shed new
light on a foundational text; for others, we hope it encourages engagement
with its timeless insights. Future research could build on this approach
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by applying similar methods to other classical sources or exploring how
children themselves interpret and reshape inherited educational traditions.
In short, Ibn Khaldun’s legacy is not only historical; it remains a powerful
resource for designing education that is ethical, inclusive, and responsive
to the world’s children inhabit today.
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